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Push to reforn

child welfare

agency stalls

[Child welfare, from AA1]
don’t want to do that. 'm
telling them, ‘How are we
ever going to stabilize?"”

An audit in late 2010
found some of the agency’s
18 field offices are fully
staffed and produce good re-
sulfs, while others have va-
cancies and large backlogs
of child abuse investiga-
tions.

The West San Fernando
Valley office completed all of
its investigations on time,
while the Compton office
missed the agency’s 60-day
deadline in 61% of its cases.
Nearly a third of the Comp-
ton office’s social workers
were on the job for less than
two years.

The problems were also
acute in areas of South Los
- Angeles and Palmdale
where child welfare inter-
ventions are also often more
complex and many workers
-anxiously await a transfer
following what department
staffers call their “year of
duty.” The three offices also

have some of the highest .
rates of children who die of

abuse or neglect — a total of
17 between January 2008 and
August 2010.

“High stress levels and
distance from employees’
homes contribute to the
high staff turnover rate,” the
audit said.

“All of the problems we
have in DCFS are magnified
in these offices,” Supervisor
Zev Yaroslavsky said in an
interviewlast week. “We can-
not afford to have a bureau-
cratic traffic jam that pre-
vents a solution to a problem
that puts children at risk.”

Under the county’s cur-
rent agreement with the
union, workers are eligible
for transfer after one year of
service. Browning said he
wants to double that time
frame for at least some of-
fices, where heisalso consid-
ering a special pay boost and
the ability to limit hiring to
people who live in a close ra-
dius. He said he regretted
that the issue couldn’t be re-
solved in time for the peak
hiring season following col-
lege graduation. As an emer-
gency measure, Browning
froze transfers and is ap-
proving them on a case-by-

' case basis only, but he said

the arrangement may be un-
sustainable and vulnerable

- toachallenge by the union.

David Green, a social

‘worker and negotiator for

Service Employees Interna-
tional Union Local 721, de-
nied that the union had
agreed to alimit on transfers
in workers’ first two years,
and he said the organization

‘We cannot afford
to have a
bureaucratic
traffic jam that
prevents a :
solution to a
problem that puts
children at risk.’

— ZEV YAROSLAVSKY,
L.A. County supervisor,

speaking about the Children |,

and Family Services agency

is not interested in opening .
negotiations until regularly
scheduled talks later this-
year.

“We want to look not just
at staffing, but allthe factors
involved, including manage-
ment,” Green said. “We want
to look at the root cause of
these things.”

Green said transfers in
underprivileged areas are
often motivated by the work-
ers’ inability to fully help
their clients because of the
scarcity of outside parenting
classes, drug treatment pro-
grams and other services
needed to help reunite fami-
lies and close cases.

“People show up to work
if they work in a good sup-
portive environment. Peo-
ple will do the commute fora
good supportive environ-
ment,” Green said.

Another union concernis
that some managers in the
underserved offices have
poor social work practices
and it might impair workers
to spend too much time
under them, according to

SEIU spokesman Ray Pok.

“This should not devolve
into a tussle between man-
agement and the union....
It's up to DCFS and the
Board of Supervisors to ac-
complish this by creating a
supportive  environment
with manageable caseloads,
labor saving technology,
proper training and appro-
priate working conditions,”
said Supervisor Mark Rid-
ley-Thomas, who represents
the Compton area and was
elected with millions of dol-
lars in labor support.

Allsides agreed change is

slow because of the agency’s
sheer size. DCFS receives
170,000 child abuse hotline
calls each year — the na-
tion’s third largest caseload
— and it has 7,300 employees
and a $1.8-billion budget.




The cost of delay .-

JIM NEWTON

N THE WEEES since Juvenile

Court Presiding Judge Mi-

chael Nash opened this

county’s dependency pro-

ceedings to the press, there
have been a number of revela-
tions about a system that, until
now, has been largely shielded
from scrutiny. For the first time,
the publicis getiing a broad look
at the consequences of sloppy
-social work, the defensiveness of
lawyers used to operating in se-
cret, the agonizing decisions of
Jjudges, even the occasional
happy outcome in which a fami-
ly, once torn apart, is success-
fully reunited.

But one overarching fact of
the dependency courts, where
Judges supervise the lives of chil-
- dren in foster care, is the high
and hidden cost of delay. Some
cases drag on for months, even
years, while children lose their

chance to begin their lives in se-

cure, safe families.

Over the last two months, I
have watched one such case
drag on. Judge Tim Saito presi-

_ded as birth parents challenged
foster parents for custody of a
2-year-old girl taken from her
birth parents when she was just

a few days old because they had
a previous record of abuse.

The girl was placed with a
caring and quiet couple (I'm not
naming them here because do-
ing so might identify the little
girl). Indeed, the decency of
these foster parents is about the
only uncontested fact in the
case. They decided tobuild their
family by coming to the aid of
children who needed a home;
just over two years ago, the

county delivered them an infant
i,

The girl’s birth parents, how-
ever, were unwilling to let go so
easily. Though they had been
forced to give up their other chil-
dren after the county accused
them of abuse — one infant girl
suffered a broken femur, alleg-
edly at her father’s hand — they
appealed for the return of their
baby.

A judge could have heard evi-
dence and decided the matter
then; instead, the case kicked
around the courts for more than
a year, as the birth parents
underwent counseling and dis-
missed lawyer after lawyer, each
time forcing delays. Early this
year, the county formally recom-
mended that efforts at reunifi-
cationbe ended and that thefos-

When dependency
court appearances
drag on, it’s the
families that pay.

ter parents be given custody.

Even then, the case dragged
on. Time after time, the foster
parents would be asked by Saito
to appearin court. The foster fa-
ther would miss a day of work —
and, with it, wages. And then the
day would slip away with barely
any progress. One of the days I
attended, Saito had asked the
parties to be ready at 1:45 p.m.
He didn’t actually call the case
until 3:55 p.m. Once inside the
courtroom, the birth father
again asked for a new lawyer, so
the judge had to hear that mat-
ter. Ruling against that request
this time, Saito resumed the tri-
al It lasted 20 minutes before
Saito called it aday. -

One afternoon, it looked as
though alot might get done. The
parties were told their case
would be up early because a so-
cial worker had been pulled off
her job to testify. Nope. More

than two hours passed without
word. The social worker, who
had recently undergone back
surgery, squirmed uncomfort-
ably in the waiting area.
Speaking with me, the foster
parents did not criticize Saito,
but their frustration with the
process almost visibly tears at
them. Interrupted testimony
and repeated court appearanc-
es don’t harm the lawyers or so-
cial workers, the father noted;
they’'re paid to be there. “They

*don’t have any problem continu-

ing,” he grimly told me one after-
noon while the case was yet
again on hold. “They don’t have
any problem delaying.”

But it has harmed his family
in myriad ways. It costs money:
The foster parents estimate
they have spent the equivalent
of a year’s worth of college tu-
ition on legal bills. It has cost
time: They have spent more
than 20 days in court since the
beginning of this year alone.
Most heartbreakingly, it has
added another element of stress
in the young life of their foster
daughter. While the case has
been underway, the birth par-
ents have had visitation rights;
thegirlisnowat an age when it’s
threatening to become confus-
ing to have another set of par-
ents to call “Mommy” and
“Daddy.” She could have been
nestled in a loving and secure
foster family months ago. In-
stead, she faces conflict.

Last month, Saito finally
concluded that efforts at reunifi-
cation should cease and that the
girl should remain with the fos-
ter parents. But the birth par-
ents are still pressing, and are al-
lowed visits while they're ap-

aling. : :

Deborah Dentler is the law-
yer for the foster parents, and
she’s exasperated by the ordesal
her clients have endured. Den-
tler doesn’t want to discourage
potential foster parents from
signing up, but she’s worried
about a system that effectively
punishes those who do. Indeed,
her hope is that the press cover-
age allowed by Nash's order .
opening the courts will encour-
age judges and others in the sys-
‘tem to be more mindful of those
whose lives are at stake.

As Dentler noted, “Justice
delayed isjustice denied to fami-
lies and children.” In dependen-
cy court, that injustice has been
inflicted all too commonly, with-
out any accountability for those
responsible.
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Reform
of child
agency
stalls

LA. County areas
with the most need

still have the least
experienced workers.

BY GARRETT THEROLF

More than a year ago,
pledges to reform one of the
nation’s largest child welfare
agencies followed & report
.showing that children in un-
derprivileged areas of Los
Angeles County receive
alarmingly uneven aid. But
the efforts to improve that
have largely stalled.

Communities with the
greatest need for services
still have the least experi-
enced child protective staff
and those workers have the
highest turnover rates. The
agency’s chief says the dis-
parity has continued be-
cause the county and the so-
cial workers’ union have
been unable to agree on how
best to slow the movement

_of employees, who are free
under theirlabor contract to
opt out of more challenging
assignments, which tend to
be in lower socioeconomic
areas. .

Philip Browning, director
of the Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services,
said he wants the union to
agree that social workers
would have to remain in
their positions for at least
two years. “Initially, they
said they would. Now they

[See Child welfare, AAB]




